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Abstract
Collaborative learning refers to methodologies and environments in which learners engage in a common task where each 
individual depends on and is accountable to each other. These include both face-to-face conversations, working group and online
forums, chat, etc. The aim of this paper is to outline the main features of a project of collaborative learning in an international 
context: the Erasmus Intensive Programme Sono un Migrante to be implemented at the University of Salerno. Funded by the 
Italian Erasmus LLP Authority, the project involves the participation of students and teachers from 7 different universities of 6 
EU countries. 
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1. Introduction 
The purpose of this paper is to present the main features of a project still under way at the University of Salerno. 
The Erasmus Intensive Programme Sono Un Migrante was launched in September 2013 and will end in July 2014. It 
shall involve students and teachers from 7 Universities of 6 EU countries. Tutors and technical staff from our 
University will also be involved. 
In our opinion, the importance of this project lies in its attempt to combine the use of new technologies to 
promote processes of interaction in the classroom, in order to create a learning community that should be able to 
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overcome the language and curricular barriers between the national and institutional contexts of origin. Of course, 
the project aims to contribute to the social construction of shared knowledge on migrations – what we can call a
civic culture of migration: with special reference to migrations related to the Mediterranean region –, thus helping 
participants to develop a broader awareness of the complexity of social processes. It also aims to provide a stronger 
sense both of European identity and a shared social and educational citizenship. 
The article is divided into two sections, each divided into two parts. In the first section we discuss the 
organizational and technological features of learning processes, with a brief review of the concepts of collaborative 
learning and collaborative e-learning. In the second one, we refer instead to the purpose and structure of the project. 
1.1. Pathways and educational tools to build a learning community 
The first step of our journey is to describe the organizational and technological characteristics we focused while 
developing the Sono Un Migrante project. We identified our key references, firstly, in the now extensive and well-
established literature on the use of ICT in the educational field and, secondly, in the contribution by Ulf-Daniel 
Ehlers (2011; 2013) on open and innovative learning resources and practices. Moreover, the wider debate on 
collaborative or cooperative learning (Dooly, 2008) was important for the definition of our procedures. We chose 
collaborative learning because, facing the social and political relevance of the migration issue, we felt that students 
are easily motivated to ”take almost full responsibility for working together, building knowledge together, changing 
and evolving together and of course, improving together” (p. 21). In this section we will refer therefore to the 
concepts of collaborative learning and collaborative e-learning. 
1.1.1. On collaborative learning 
According to Vygotsky (1978), students can perform at higher intellectual levels in collaborative situations than 
when working individually. Furthermore, group diversity (within the group, as well as among groups) can contribute 
positively to the learning process. In this case, students are faced with different interpretations, explanations or 
answers about what they are studying and this forces them to “re-think” their own viewpoints. The basis of 
collaborative learning is constructivism: knowledge is constructed, and transformed by students. Thus, the learning 
process must be understood as something a learner does by activating already existent cognitive structures or by 
constructing new cognitive structures that accommodate new inputs. Learners do not passively receive knowledge 
from the teacher; teaching becomes a transaction between all the stakeholders in the learning process.  
Collaborative Learning (CL) is, therefore, a mode of learning in which students work together in small groups to 
achieve common goals, trying to help each other in the learning process. The CL is “considered not only a learning 
theory or a method of teaching, but a theory or a method which helps to identify a set of educational principles that, 
from a systemic perspective, define how students can learn from each other as they work together in the 
implementation of task” (Cacciamani, 2008, p. 32).  
This method differs, therefore, both from competitive learning and individualistic learning; unlike these, it can be 
applied to each task, and for each topic of study. It is a mode of learning in a group characterized by a strong 
positive interdependence among members. In a CL environment, the so-called social skills (Gut &Safran, 2002) held 
by the student become more important because, along with the cognitive and motivational skills, they become the 
main foundations on which to structure a learning process.  
CL is aimed at enabling the students to take almost full responsibility for working together, building knowledge 
together, changing and evolving together and of course, improving together (Dooly, 2008). Successful collaboration 
involves, therefore, some agreement on common goals and values: the pooling and spreading of individual skills for 
the benefit of the group; the autonomy of the learner in choosing who to work with; and flexibility in the 
organization of groups (Kaye, 1994).This condition is not achieved simply by bringing the students together, or 
stimulating their cooperation, or asking them to get together in order to produce a final output. Rather, it is the result 
of the ability to adequately structure the tasks to be assigned to the group, set up the necessary materials for learning 
and prepare activities in order to educate its members of the social behaviors needed for effective cooperation. 
For CL to be effective, there should be both “group goals” and “individual accountability” (Slavin, 1989). This 
means that the collaborative learning task must ensure that every group member has learnt something. Ideally, a CL 
task would allow for each member to be responsible for some concept necessary to complete the task. This implies 
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that every group member will learn their assigned concept and will be responsible for explaining/teaching this to 
other members. Thus, as evidenced by Tessaro (2002), an effective CL practice needs the following basic elements: 
a. Positive interdependence. Group members have to rely on each other to achieve the purpose. If someone in the 
group does not do his/her part, the others suffer the consequences. Students should feel responsible for their own 
personal learning as well as the learning of other group members; 
b. Individual responsibility. All students in a group must be accountable for their part of the work and for what 
they have learned. Each student should demonstrate personally what he has learned by means of appropriate 
verifications; 
c. Face to face interaction. Although part of the group work may be distributed and carried out individually, it is 
necessary that the members of the group work interactively, checking the chain of reasoning, the conclusions, the 
difficulties, and providing a feedback to each other. In this way the teaching staff can receive another advantage: the 
students peer teaching; 
d. Appropriate use of collaborative skills. The students in the group are encouraged and helped to develop 
confidence in their abilities, such as communication, leadership, the ability to make choices and defend them, 
conflict management in interpersonal relationships; 
e. Evaluation of the work. The members of the group periodically evaluate the effectiveness of their work and 
the functioning of the group, and identify the changes needed to improve efficiency. 
The social benefits of education based on CL have been shown by some studies (Cacciamani, 2008) which show 
the following advantages: 
• Better student performance: all students work longer on the task and with better results, improving the intrinsic 
motivation and developing greater capacity for reasoning and critical thinking; 
• More positive student relationships: the students become aware of the importance of the contribution of each of 
them to the common work, and therefore develop mutual respect and team spirit; 
• Improved psychological well-being: the students develop a greater sense of self-efficacy and self-esteem, coping 
better with the difficulties and stress. 
1.2 On collaborative e-learning 
Training needs and learning objectives guide the choice of the appropriate technological system for a given 
context (Arcangeli & Diana, 2009). For example, the presence of a high number of students and objectives aimed at 
the transfer of well codified knowledge suggests learning patterns near the base of the pyramid shown in Fig. 1. If, 
however, the educational goal is the acquisition of problem solving skills, models and technologies that also ensure 
a good level of interpersonal communication can be useful. Finally, if you want to develop the ability to work in a 
team and the ability to build new knowledge, sharing their own experience with that of others, the most useful 
technologies will be those aimed at cooperation (Trentin, 1999). 
Fig. 1. Pyramid: approaches in e-learning 
Therefore, there are three models of e-learning that can be chosen within integrated training courses (Midoro, 
2002; Banzato, 2003). These differ in two fundamental elements, primarily attributable to the mode of learning and 
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the type of system through which the educational process is realized. The choice of one approach over another is 
actually determined by the organizational, educational, and technological practices of the different contexts in which 
the training project takes place.  
The taxonomy is divided into three basic classes: self-paced training; assisted training; and collaborative 
training (Fig. 1). Near the base of the pyramid we can find the network applications supporting processes of self-
learning; in a central position, instead, there are the applications in which the network supports assisted learning 
processes; and, finally, near the top we find the network applications that support collaborative learning processes. 
At each level there is a different use of the network and internet services. The more we move away from the base 
of the pyramid and we build an integrated use of the system of interaction (e-mail, forums, newsgroups), the more 
we move toward models of aided education, in which assistants such as technical assistants, tutors and teaching staff 
come into play and interact with participants, aiding them in the use of materials. In aided education, access to the 
materials is still important, but to a lesser extent in relation to the previous level, because here human 
communication, although mediated by the computer, assists and enhances the learning process, no longer based 
exclusively on the study of materials. The more you approach the top of the pyramid, the greater, however, the 
importance of interpersonal interactions, not only with tutors or teachers, but among the learners. 
In the upper layers of the pyramid lie, in fact, systems based on CL and learning communities. Here the most 
important activities are carried out cooperatively by the participants and the technology is designed to encourage 
collaboration, while allowing services access to materials and communication. The teaching materials collected in 
the net are the common catalog of this community; the latter uses the network as a support to communicate and 
cooperate (Harasim, 2000; Midoro, 1998).  
In this type of networked education there are three fundamental elements: a pool of materials (available on the 
network and / or sent by mail); ICT used by the community as a means to communicate, cooperate, access and 
produce information and knowledge; a learning community consisting of several figures with many functions 
(educators, students, experts and observers). 
As for the materials, we can distinguish three types: those relating to the organization and carrying out of the 
course; those related to technology; those relating to the content. The first consist of a course guide, setting out the 
objectives, content, structure, scheduling and materials. It may also be useful the creation of a website where the 
learner can find a course guide, a description of the community, links to the learning environment, questionnaires for 
participants, and anything that can offer a vision of the course. The materials relating to technology refer to the 
CMC (Computer Mediated Conferencing) used (user of the system, guidance on how to download local software 
from the network, etc.). The last class includes materials that participants use to study individually and conducting 
group activities suggested by teachers. It is noteworthy that, in these systems, the materials are a “living body” that 
changes during the course. Participants can add new materials or produce new ones, so that you have a content 
enrichment by the students at the end of the course. 
Turning now to the ICT technologies in online courses, it is widely recognized that they fulfill four main 
functions: communication; sharing; access to information; cooperation. Communication within the virtual 
community is mainly accomplished using a system of CMC. Sometimes, synchronous modes of communication 
such as chat or audio conferencing can be used in these systems. The information shared by the community may be 
contained in the documents prepared by the teachers, in printed material, videos or even Web sites. In a CMC 
environment a “library” area is often open, where all the documents used or produced inside the course are 
deposited. Furthermore, a systematic access to information contained in websites is often provided.  
Finally, cooperation can take place on two levels: within local groups or virtual groups. Local groups interact on 
a face-to-face basis. Collaborative activities involve a sharing of tasks and an explicit intention to “add value”, as 
opposed to a simple exchange of information or execution of orders. In this case it is important to distinguish and 
define the various figures involved in the process of collaborative e-learning. The virtual community of an online 
course usually includes: students; tutors; a technical staff; teachers. 
Incorporating network-based learning into the process of collaborative learning can be very beneficial in terms of 
knowledge and experience: students will be working in a group context and this interaction may bring them to re-
formulate some of their ideas (Bruner, 1985). In this kind of educational practice, teachers must help their students 
learn to interact positively with people who are different from themselves and who may not think the same way they 
do. Through online or classroom collaboration, students may come to see the importance of taking responsibility for 
their own learning and feel empowered to do so while learning to respect the opinions and work of their online 
partners. Of course, a feeling of confidence is a very important factor for ensuring that students will be willing to 
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participate and contribute in online interaction. It may be a good idea to make sure that the learners have some prior 
experience in small online exchanges before “diving into” a full collaborative project.  
2. The SUM project 
Having described the major features of the educational approach, we turn now to the description of (1) the aims 
our project intends to achieve, and (2) the main phases in which the project takes place and the tools developed to 
ensure its effectiveness. 
2.1. Main goals: Or, what the SUM Project intends to be 
Our LLP Intensive Program 2013/2014 Sono Un Migrante (SUM), approved by the Erasmus LLP Italian 
Authority, has a duration of one year. Our course will gather 19 teachers with different skills in the area of social 
sciences, particularly Economics, History, Sociology, Psychology, Gender Studies, Demography, and 47 students 
from 7 universities (5 of which are in the public sector and 2 are private) of France, Spain, Romania, Greece, Italy 
and Cyprus. In addition, 7 persons of the technical staff, and 5 tutors selected among the students of the Advanced 
Degree in Sociology will take part in the course. The crucial phase of the IP will be carried out from July 7th to 
19th, 2014, at the Campus of the University of Salerno, as a project leader. 
The more direct goal of the project is to improve knowledge on international migration among students, with 
respect both to its more general features, and to the specific nature of the most recent phase; moreover, our intent is 
to explore both the quantitative and the qualitative dimensions of this phenomenon. The IP, then, has the goal to 
overcome the curricular and linguistic differences among learners in order to promote the spreading of a civic
culture of migration, seen not as a mere repository of information of various kinds, but as a real internalization of 
critical knowledge. 
As stated, we chose a CL technique in order to obtain these results. We felt that, in our case, the use of a 
collaborative approach in order to produce socially shared knowledge may not be only related to the technological 
and organizational features that make it suitable to work in a multicultural context (with the use of English as lingua 
franca).The use of this approach seemed particularly appropriate to us, also considering the relevance of migration 
for European culture and citizenship today 
In their study courses, European students of Economics, History, Social or Political Sciences and Psychology 
usually approach contemporary migration processes in a partial way, referring to specific aspects or local contexts. 
On the contrary, we believe that the complexity of contemporary migrations and the problems they pose in European 
public and scientific debates need a comprehensive approach (Maddaloni, 2012). The geography of contemporary 
migrations, in fact, has changed both for the articulation and the overlapping of their routes, and the global character 
they have assumed since the 80s (Castles & Miller, 2009). Countries of long standing emigration, such as Italy, for 
example, now become at the same time areas of emigration and immigration. Migration in this sense becomes, as 
Castles and Miller have shown, a true total social fact, which redraws the social, political, economic and cultural 
landscape of the contemporary world. Migration now not only involves those who migrate, but affects the society as 
a whole: it is the origin of new social and cultural hybridization that is affecting the identity of the Europeans. 
We think, therefore, that the multidisciplinary skills of the teaching staff and the teaching approach we have 
chosen will be particularly useful in order to allow students a broader understanding of this complex phenomenon, 
by integrating its historical, economic, demographic and social dimensions with those more specifically 
psychological or related to gender studies. Furthermore, since the development of a responsible attitude towards 
migration and cultural pluralism in European societies can easily be seen as a very important aspect in a more 
general process of European identity building, an indirect goal of our project is to contribute to the spread of a 
deeper awareness about our being Europeans.
Another indirect purpose of the IP is “to expand the cultural competence of educators and other professionals 
who are increasingly called upon to perform in the global, transnational arena” (Aust, Furman, Quesada, 2008, p. 2), 
thus increasing their ability to develop networks and communities in the educational field and improving the 
effectiveness of educational policies in the European context. For the participating teachers, many of which already 
have specific educational experiences related to migration, participation in the project may mark an important 
milestone. They will have the opportunity to test themselves in an innovative educational experience on the topic, 
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characterized by international and interdisciplinary dialogue, and learning by doing. So, they will be able to broaden 
their professional horizons as teachers and improve their educational practices, becoming promoters of social 
innovation at both national and European levels 
2.2. Steps and tools 
Let us now turn to examining the stages and tools of the learning process we propose to the participant students. 
Our project is articulated in two steps inspired by the educational practices presented above. The first phase takes 
place in a remote mode, through the platform dedicated to the project implementation (http://des-k.it/sum), in order 
to allow (1) a greater communication in all its phases, (2) an easier sharing and discussion of documents, and (3) 
smoother and more transparent monitoring. In particular, at this stage teachers collect and select the materials aimed 
at the realization of the educational intervention. The materials collected for a first approach to migration focus on 
biographies, non-standard interviews, songs, movie scenes, documentaries and cartoons. Furthermore, we collected 
and selected a large amount of statistical material, processed in the form of tables, graphs or maps (Fig. 2), which 
are useful for constructing scenarios of current international migration. 
Fig. 2. SUM Project: geo data 
Once collected and sorted, educational materials are made partially available to students, in order to encourage a 
first socialization to the issue, although again individually. Moving from individual study to collaborative learning,
there are communication tools within the platform such as forums and chat rooms, through which students not only 
introduce  themselves and socialize, but also have the opportunity to revise the materials provided in a collaborative 
dimension. This phase has the additional function of socializing the participants to the use of ICT for the 
construction and sharing of knowledge. By way of example, Figure 3 shows the page of the platform dedicated to 
forums. 
Fig. 3. SUM Project: forum 
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The second step concerns the work in the classroom, that will be implemented on a two-week basis (that is, from 
July 7th, to July 19th, 2014).The work will be divided into three stages. The first (days 1-3) will be based mainly on 
statistical material, and allow students to gain a clear picture of the scale of the phenomenon in the Mediterranean 
area, the multiplicity of migrant subjectivities, and the diversity of their motives and destinations. The second stage 
(days 4-9) will be based instead on the use of life stories and other non-standardized documents, in order to bring the 
student to re-live the experience of specific migrants in different stages of the migration process, stimulating an 
attitude of greater understanding for the difficulties and obstacles inherent in migration projects in the contexts of 
departure and arrival. The third and final stage (days 10-12) will be dedicated to the creation of a multimedia 
communication tool that will show the IP results in order to “export” the students’ experience in the different 
countries of origin. 
CL will be especially crucial in this phase of work in the classroom: the student will be at the center of the 
educational activity and will perform an active role in the process of social construction of knowledge. Since his/her 
arrival, each student will be placed in a multicultural working group, coordinated by teachers and supported by 
tutors. Each group will be asked to produce their own perspective on the topics proposed. Therefore, discussion 
within the group, as well as comparison and sharing between groups, will be central in this phase of the educational 
process. In this regard, it should be noted that the adoption of a collaborative approach, as pointed out by several 
studies (Sharan, 1980; Comoglio & Cardoso, 1996), can reduce those linguistic problems, which are seen as a major 
obstacle in the development of transnational educational communities (Aust, Furman, Quesada, 2008). Cooperation 
among students creates an environment with more opportunities for communication and the possibility of more 
widespread help from their colleagues. This can also be useful in order to overcome the differences between 
learning styles embedded in the students’ national cultures. We believe that, in our case, CL can be an educational 
strategy that can both respect the personal characteristics related to a particular cultural identity, and promote the 
integration of students from different cultural groups. 
The role of the teacher, as previously described, while not being traditional is nevertheless of great importance. 
He/she remains, in fact, an essential point of reference in the selection and organization of materials and a valid 
support and facilitator in the learning process. This explains the ratio of 1 to 3, which marks the teacher/student 
relationship in this project. 
3. Concluding remarks 
The international research team that has supported this project aims to use the experience gained in the CL to 
introduce significant changes in their usual educational contexts. The more general purpose of our IP is to develop 
communities of practice that focus not only on learning, but on the social construction of knowledge useful to the 
community in the perspective identified by Scardamalia and Beretier (Bereiter, 2002; Scardamalia, 2002). Following 
these authors, we intend to push the stakeholders of educational systems to reconceptualize learning activities and to 
think of European schools and universities as learning communities producing valuable, critical knowledge for their 
students and for the wider societal context. 
This is therefore an example of collaborative learning in a sociological discipline in an intercultural context. In 
our opinion, the project raises issues of great interest for teaching sociology – and, more generally, social sciences – 
in a time when the need for the internationalization of university activities is becoming widespread, and the quest for 
a learning society is becoming more urgent (Kuhn, 2007).  
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